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The Day Castro Almost Started World War III 


By Daniel Ellsberg 

Kensington, Calif. 

E arly Sunday morning 25 
years ago this week, 
the Moscow radio 
began broadcasting 
f Nikita S. Khru¬ 
shchev’s full accept¬ 
ance of John F. Kennedy’s proposal 
— received just the night before — 
that the Soviet Union remove all of¬ 
fensive missiles from Cuba in return 
for nothing more than a conditional 
American pledge not to invade the is¬ 
land. Thus the Cuban missile crisis 
was ended by Mr. Khrushchev as 
abruptly, and for American officials 
as unexpectedly, as it began. 

For the last quarter of a century, 
American analysts of the crisis have 
found the sudd enne ss of Mr. Khru¬ 
shchev’s concession to American 
terms on Oct. 28, 1962, inexplicable. 
l^^One hypothesis that has been missing 
"from official and scholarly analyses 
is that the crisis provides an example 
of how the superpowers can be placed 
at the mercy of third parties. 
j Even in Moscow, some were puz- 

by the special haste that Sunday. 

\ “They were very, very nervous at 

this time,’’ Fyodor Burlatsky, Mr. 
Khrushchev’s speech-writer, recalled 
this month in a conversation about 

Daniel Ellsberg, a consultant on com¬ 
mittees reporting to the National Se¬ 
curity Council during the Cuban mis- 
I sile crisis, is now conducting inde- 

I pendent research on the risks of nu¬ 

clear war. 



the drafters of the Soviet message. 

“This letter was not drafted in the 
Kremlin, nor in the Politburo. It was 
drafted at Khrushchev’s dacha, by a 
very small group. As soon as it was 
done, they ran it to the radio station. 
That is to say, they sent it by car, 
very fast; as a matter of fact, the car 
ran into some trouble on thejvay, an 
obstruction, which delayed it. When it 
arrived, the manager of the station 
himself ran down the steps, snatched 
the message from the hands of the 
man in the car, and ran up the steps 
to broadcast it immediately.’’ 

There were good reasons for a sense 


Why did 
Khrushchev 
blink? 




of urgency in Moscow. I learned about 
one of them from Robert F. Kennedy 
in 1964 while studying communica¬ 
tions between governments in nuclear 
crises. He told me — in more detail 
than he later made public in his mem¬ 
oir, “Thirteen Days’’ — that at his 
brother’s direction on Saturday 
evening, Oct. 27, 1962, he be^an a se¬ 
cret discussion with the Soviet Ambas¬ 
sador, Anatoly F. Dobrynin. Mr. Ken¬ 
nedy said he impressed on the Ambas¬ 
sador the serious implications of the 
attacks that day on American recon¬ 
naissance aircraft. 


Cuban antiaircraft artillery had 
begun firing Saturday morning at 
low-flying planes, dam^gmg-at least 
one. Moreover, a surface-to-air mis¬ 
sile, presumed to be controlled by 
Soviet forces, had shot down a U-2 
aircraft from an altitude higher than 
the artillery could reach, causing the 
first fatality of the crisis. 

A transcript of the White House 
meetings of Oct. 27, recently made 
public at Harvard University, makes 
clear that njcLparticipant in those dis¬ 
cussions questioned the assumption 
of iron control by Soviet leaders over 
their own subordinates in Cuba or 
over Cuban forces. So both types of 
firing were interpreted, without 
doubts, as a deliberate escalation, a 
change of orders by Mr. Khrushchev. 

fn fact, according to Mr. Burlatsky, 
“Khrushchev had given very strong, 

’ very precise orders that Soviet offi¬ 
cers should make nq^ provocation, 

1 initiate no attack in Cuba.’’ In partic¬ 
ular, he said, the firing of the surface- 
to-air missile that destroyed the 
American U-2 “was done absolutely 
I without the direction of Khrushchev 
\ and the Soviet high command. In fact 
it was aj^ajt^JJJtejr and Khru- 

?|shchev was vei^r apprehensive about 
the American reaction.’’ 

Robert Kennedy’s mission Satur- 
1 day evening was in part to induce Mr. 
I Khrushchev to recognize the dangers 
of what Washington intprpreled as 
his decision to escalate and to get him 
:6''farain>from further attacks on 


reconnaissance planes, starting with 
flights scheduled for the next day. 

In his memoir, Mr. Kennedy wrote 
that he told the Soviet Ambassador 


• that “our photographic reconnais- 
I sance planes would have to continue 
to fly over Cuba, and if the Cubans or 
Soviets shot at these planes, then we 
would have to s hoot bac k.’’ 

, But in his discussion with me in 
1964, Mr. Kennedy was more specific. 
“If one more plane was destro yed.’* 
he said he had told Mr. Dobrynin, “we 
would hit all the SAM’s [surface-to- 
air missiles) immediately, and prob¬ 
ably the (surface-to-surface) mis¬ 
siles as well, and we would p robab ly 
follow that with an invasion.’’ 

This warning was obviously no 
[ b]uff. The Oct. 27 White House tran¬ 
script reveals that it conveyed accu- 
I rately to the Russians the consensus 
5 of the White House discussions that 
[afternoon. But the warning almost 
1 surely had more i mpact than was jn- 
1 tended, for a reason the Tresi^nt 
lahiTRis advisers did not know about 
and, as the transcript shows, had 
railed to discuss even as a possibility. 

] Very simply, the warning was di- 
l^rected to the wrong^rty. Even if he 
A could expect to control future f: rings 
iof surface-to-air missiles, Mr. Chru- 
I shchev by this point hqd no influence 
over the Cuban antiaircraft artillery¬ 
men who threatened low-flying flights. 
They had begun firing on Saturday 
! morning on the orders of Fidel Castro, 
who was determined to defend the 
sovereignty of Cuban air space re¬ 
gardless of Soviet desires to avoid 
provoking American retaliation. 

I As Mr. Castro said to Tad Szulc in 
'1984: “It was we who gave the order 

to fire against the low-level flights_ 

We had simply presented our view- 
/point to (the Russians), our opposi- 


I tion to low-level flights, and we or- 
I dered our batteries to fire on them.’’ 

When he heard Mr. Dobrynin’s ac- 
i count of his meeting with Robert Ken¬ 
nedy, Mr. Khrushchev could only have 
concluded that he was on the way to 
id6sl^1>oth his nuclear missiles and 
I surface-to-air missiles, with heavy 
Soviet casualties and the likelihood of 
further escalation as ^qon jis Amer¬ 
ican reconnaissance planes entered 
Cuban air space, perha ps with in_l2 
hours. If there was any way to avert 
this, it could only be to announce his 
acceptance of President Kennedy’s 
Saturday night proposal and to start 


A Cuban 
finger was 
on the button. 


• dismantling missiles before a shoot- 
down and reprisal occurred. 

Mr. Khrushchev’s order to disman- 

I tle the missiles arrived in Cuba be¬ 
tween I and 3 A.M. Cuban time Sun¬ 
day, according to my notes lrora4964. 
^ The dismantling began at 5 A.M . The 
I race to the radio station with the 
Soviet announcement, which by¬ 
passed even slower diplomatic chan¬ 
nels, came a few hours later. 

It came JusMrj^ipe^ At 9 Sunday 
morning, abouttne time Moscow 
Radio began its broadcast, the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff agreed “tentatively to 


schedule four low-level recon flights 
for lat e after noon, and that aircraft 
wo uld fly thr ough any fire encoun- 
tered.’’ (The President canceled 
thTse flights only after Mr. Khru¬ 
shchev’s concession was received.) 

In Mr. Castro’s opinion, expressed 
to Mr. Szulc, “I am absolutely certain 
that if the low-level flights had been 
resumed we would have shot down 
one, two or three of these planes. ... 
With so many batteries firing, we 
would have shot down some planes. I 
don’t know whether this would have 
startedlh?nuclear war.’’ 

As it worked out, Mr. Castro did not 
start a war. Instead, he lost the mis ¬ 
s ile crisis for Mr. Khru'shc hev. TTv^s 
indeed, in the enST^ Cuban crisis 
after all. But it was the leaders of the 
two superpowers who had between 
them unwittingly contrived to put a 
trigger to World War 111 in the hands 
of Fidel Castro. For reasons he never 
knew in detail. President Kennedy’s 
estimate during the crisis of the odds 
' of it erupting into general war — “be-, 
V tween one in three and even’’ — does, 
not seem too high. foo 

Mr. Khrushchev paid a heavy polit¬ 
ical price for withdrawing so 
abrupHy from what he had discov- 
ler^ to be Cuban roulette; yet surely 
he was wiseTd^o so, without awaiting 
lone more day’s spin of the chamber. 
Explaining his decision to suddenly 
remove his forces from dangers to 
which he should never have exposed 
them, Mr. Khrushchev said later, “A 
smell of scorching hung in the air.’’ 

That waThing sc^r~drTrts on the 
jwind today, this time from the direc- 
Uion of the Persian Gulf. □ 
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The Day Castro Almost Started World War III 


By Daniel EUsberg 


KENSINGTOhi. Calif. 

E arly Sunday morning 25 
years ago this week. 
. the Moscow ’ radio 
began ‘ broadcasting 
f Nikita S. Khru¬ 
shchev's full accept¬ 
ance of John F. Kennedy’s proposal 
— received just the night before — 
that the Soviet Union remove all of¬ 
fensive missiles from Cuba in return 
for nothing more than a conditional 
American pledge not to invade the is¬ 
land. Thus the Cuban missile crisis 
was ended by Mr. Khrushchev as 
abruptly, and for American officials 
as unexpectedly, as It began. 

For the last quarter of a century. 
American analysts of the crisis have 
found the suddenness of' Mr. Khru¬ 
shchev’s concession to! American 
terms on Oct. 28. 1962. inexplicable. 
One hypothesis that has been missing 
from official and scholarly analyses 
is that the crisis provides an example 
of how the superpowers can be placed 
at the mercy of third parties. 

Even in Moscow, some were puz¬ 
zled by the special haste that Sunday. 

“They were very, very nervous at 
this time.” Fyodor Burlatsky. Mr. 
Khrushchev’s speech-writer, recalled 
this month in a conversation about 


Daniel EUsberg, a consultant on com¬ 
mittees reporting to the National Se¬ 
curity Council during the Cuban mis¬ 
sile crisis, is now conducting inde¬ 
pendent research on the risks of nu¬ 
clear war. 


the drafters of the Soviet message. 

“This letter was not drafted In the 
Kremlin, nor In the Politburo. It was 
drafted at Khrushchev’s dacha, by a 
very small group. As soon as It was 
done, they ran it to the radio station. 
That is to say, they sent it by car. 
very fast; as a matter of fact, the car 
ran into some trouble on the way. an 
obstruction, which delayed It. When it 
arrived, the manager of the station 
himself ran down the steps, snatched 
the message from the hands of the 
man in the car. and ran up the steps 
to broadcast it Immediately.’’ 

There were good reasons for a sense 


Why did 

Khrushchev 

blink? 


of urgency In Moscow. I learned about 
one of them from Robert F. Kennedy 
in 1964 while studying communica- 

* tions between governments in nuclear 
crises. He told me — In more detail 
than he later made public in his mem¬ 
oir. “Thirteen Days’’ — that at his 
brother’s direction on Saturday 
evening. Oct. 27. 1962. he began a se¬ 
cret discussion with the Soviet Ambas¬ 
sador, Anatoly F. Dobrynin. Mr. Ken¬ 
nedy said he impressed on the Ambas¬ 
sador the serious implications of the 
attacks that day on American recon¬ 
naissance aircraft 


Cuban antiaircraft artillery had 
begun firing Saturday morning at 
low-flying planes, damaging at least 
one. Moreover, a surface-to-air mis¬ 
sile. presumed to be controlled by 
Soviet forces, had shot down a U-2 
aircraft from an altitude higher than 
the artillery could reach, causing the 
first fatality of the crisis. 

A transcript of the White House 
meetings of Oct. 27. recently made 
public at Harvard University, makes 
clear that no participant in those dis¬ 
cussions questioned the assumption 
of iron control by Soviet leaders over 
their own subordinates in Cuba or 
over Cuban forces. So both types of 
firing were interpreted, without 
doubts, as a deliberate escalation, a 
change of orders by Mr. Khrushchev. 

In fact, according to Mr. Burlatsky, 
“Khrushchev had given very strong, 
very precise orders that Soviet offi¬ 
cers should make no provocation, 
initiate no attack in Cuba.’* * In partic¬ 
ular. he said, the firing of the surface- 
to-air missile that destroyed the 
American U-2 “was done absolutely 
without the direction of Khrushchev 
and the Soviet high command. In fact 
it was against their orders, and Khru¬ 
shchev was very apprehensive about 
the American reaction.’’ 

Robert Kennedy’s mission Satur¬ 
day evening was in part to induce Mr. 
Khrushchev to recognize the dangers 
of what Washington Interpreted as 
his decision to escalate and to get him 
to refrain from further attacks on 
reconnaissance planes, starting with 
flights scheduled for the next day. 

In his memoir, Mr. Kennedy wrote 
that he told the Soviet Ambassador 


that “our photographic reconnais¬ 
sance planes would have to continue 
to fly overCuba, and If the Cubans or 
Soviets shot at these planes, then we 
would have to shoot back.’’ 

But in his discussion with me in 
1964. Mr. Kennedy was more specific. 
“If one more plane was destroyed,’’ 
he said he had told Mr. Dobrynin, “we 
would hit all the SAM’s (surface-to- 
air missiles) immediately, and prob¬ 
ably. the (surface-to-surface) mis¬ 
siles as well, and we would probably 
follow that with an invasion.’’ 

This warning was obviously no 
bluff. The Oct. 27 White House tran¬ 
script reveals that it conveyed accu¬ 
rately to the Russians the consensus 
of the White House discussions that 
afternoon. But the warning almost 
surely had more impact than was in¬ 
tended, for a reason the President 
and his advisers did not know about 
and. as the transcript shows, had 
failed to discuss even as a possibility. 

Very simply, the warning was di¬ 
rected to the wrong party. Even if he 
could expect to control future firings 
of surface-to-air missiles, Mr. Khru¬ 
shchev by this point had no influence 
over the Cuban antiaircraft artillery¬ 
men who threatened low-flying flights. 
They had begun firing on Saturday 
morning on the orders of Fidel Castro, 
who was determined to defend the 
sovereignty of Cuban air space re¬ 
gardless of Soviet desires to avoid 
provoking American retaliation. 

As Mr. Castro said to Tad Szulc in 
1984: “It was we who gave the order 

to firo against the low-level flights_ 

We had simply presented our view¬ 
point to (the Russians), our opposi¬ 


tion to low-level flights, and we or¬ 
dered our batteries to fire on them.’’ 

When he heard Mr. Dobrynin’s ac¬ 
count of his meeting with Robert Ken¬ 
nedy, Mr. Khrushchev could only have 
concluded that he was on the way to 
losing both his nuclear missiles and 
surface-to-air missiles, with heavy 
Soviet casualties and the likelihood of 
further escalation as soon as Amer¬ 
ican reconnaissance planes entered 
Cuban air space, perhaps within 12 
hours. If there was any way to avert 
this, it could only be to announce his 
acceptance of President Kennedy’s 
Saturday night proposal and to start 


A Cuban 
finger was 
on the button. 


dismantling missiles before a shoot- 
down and reprisal occurred. 

Mr. Khrushchev’s order to disman¬ 
tle the missiles arrived in Cuba be¬ 
tween 1 and 3 A.M. Cuban time Sun¬ 
day. according to my notes from 1964. 
The dismantling began at 5 A.M. The 
race to the radio station with the 
Soviet announcement, which by¬ 
passed even slower diplomatic chan¬ 
nels. came a few hours later. 

It came just in time. At 9 Sunday 
morning, about the time Moscow 
Radio began its broadcast, the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff agreed “tentatively to 


schedule four low-level recon flights 
for late afternoon, and that aircraft 
would fly through any fire encoun¬ 
tered.’’ (The President canceled 
these flights only after Mr. Khru¬ 
shchev’s concession was received.) 

In Mr. Castro’s opinion, expressed 
to Mr. Szulc. “I am absolutely certain 
that if the low-level flights had been 
resumed we would have shot down 
one, two or three of these planes.... 
With so many batteries firing, we 
would have shot down some planes. 1 
don’t know whether this would have 
started the nuclear war.’’ 

As it worked out, Mr. Castro did not 
start a war. Instead, he lost the mis¬ 
sile crisis for Mr. Khrushchev. It was 
indeed, in the end. a Cuban crisis 
after all. But it was the leaders of the 
two superpowers who had between 
them unwittingly contrived to put a 
trigger to World War 111 in the hands 
of Fidel Castro. For reasons he never 
knew in detail. President Kennedy’s 
estimate during the crisis of the odds 
of it erupting into general war — “be¬ 
tween one in three and even’’ — does 
not seem too high. 

Mr. Khrushchev paid a heavy polit¬ 
ical price for withdrawing so 
abruptly from what he had discov¬ 
ered to be Cuban roulette; yet surely 
he was wise to do so, without awaiting 
one more day’s spin of the chamber. 
Explaining his decision to suddenly 
remove his forces from dangers to 
which he should never have exposed 
them, Mr. Khrushchev said later, “A 
smell of scorching hung in the air.’’ 

That warning scent drifts on the 
wind today, this time from the direc¬ 
tion of the Persian Gulf. □ 















